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Abstract  
In rural Ethiopia, parents play an important role in the major life events of their 
daughters such as education and marriage. However, parents’ roles have been 
evolving, likely due to the rapid expansion of educational opportunities for girls and 
the growing need of cash income among rural households. Currently, encouraging 
their daughters to take up further education and jobs in the formal sector contrasts 
with rural Ethiopian women’s conventional life course events in the past, which are 
characterized by early marriage and low educational profiles. An interview analysis 
with parents of young women indicated that under the continuing de-agrarianization 
among rural households, women are expected to have their own cash income 
generating activities to qualify as marriage partners. 
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Introduction 
 
Because the demographic presence of young people is said to strongly 
influence societies, there are various debates on their social role and status in 
developing countries. For example, in 2007, the United Nations stated that they 
expected young people to act as a “growth engine” from the perspective of 
national development [United Nations 2007].  
 
However, in less developing countries, particularly in sub-Saharan African 
countries, the roles of young people in society have been discussed from 
perspectives other than just being “a hope of the future,” such as being a threat 
to the social order and victims of society especially among the female youth 
[Argenti 2002, 124-125, 134; de Waal 2002, 13; Ansell 2005, 18,32]. Due to 
political tension between generations, young people can be regarded as “a 
threat to the established order” due to the political tension between generations 
because, despite them outnumbering their elders, traditional political structures 
have always been dominated by adults and elders [de Waal, 2002: 13, Argenti, 
2002: 150]. Therefore, analyses of young people’s daily lives need to consider 
the relationships based on power between the elders and young people. 
 
In rural Ethiopia, parents have a strong influence over their children’s lives, 
particularly with regard to education and marriage. In many cases, children 
economically dependent on their parents have little power in making daily 
decisions against their parents’ wishes. On the basis of the literature regarding 
remittances in developing countries [Lucas and Stark 1985; Hoddinott 1994; 
Vanwey 2004], it can be assumed that parents focus more on balancing the 
current economic situation of their households and investing in their children to 
gain future return. However, little qualitative research has been conducted on 
parents’ opinions regarding the relationships with their children, especially 
their daughters. 
 
Kodama [2012] elucidates the changes in the daily lives and opinions among 
young women in rural Ethiopia with regard to the increasing livelihood 
diversification and the available educational and economic opportunities. 
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Interviews with young women indicated that parents’ changing opinions about 
their daughters’ life courses influenced their lives in aspects such as education, 
marriage, and economic activity. Unlike past literature on young women in 
rural Ethiopia, parents have encouraged their daughters to pursue further 
education and engage in cash income activities, emphasizing on obtaining 
governmental jobs; this has resulted in increasing the ideal marriageable age 
among women. Kodama [2012], however, misses the motive why parents have 
been open to the changes in the life courses of their daughters. Therefore, this 
study explores parents’ opinions, parent–daughter relationships, the motives for 
investing in daughters’ education, and their support provided to attain jobs.  
 
This paper examines the opinions of parents about their daughters’ life courses 
through interviews. It primarily focuses on parents whose daughters have 
completed school education, rather than those whose daughters are currently 
students, because it is assumed that these parents have a clearer notion about 
the long-term relationships with their daughters who, after completing their 
education, aim to make a livelihood for themselves.  
 
The following section reviews the discussions about women’s education and 
marriage, and age-related issues in the Ethiopian context. The subsequent 
section marks the research area and methodology. Section 3 analyzes in-depth 
interviews conducted with parents of young women, along with updated 
information on the status of young women who participated in previous 
research for Kodama [2012].  
 
1. Marriage, Education, and Aging in the Ethiopian Context 
 
This section examines the literature related to marriage, women’s education, 
and aging in Ethiopia to understand the changing circumstances surrounding 
young women and rural households.  
 
1-1 Marriage 
 
Marriage, similar to childbearing, is an important event that marks the 
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transition to adulthood [Van de Walle 1993; Tambashe and Shapiro 1996, 1029; 
Yabiku 2004, 561; Mensch, Singh and Casterline 2005, 3; Grant and 
Furstenberg 2007, 118]. After marriage, women form economically 
independent households, different from their natal ones, and live separately and 
away, especially under the custom of patrilocal marriage.  
 
Although early marriage has been highlighted as unique among Ethiopian 
customs [Haile 1994, 35; Berihun and Aspen 2010], there are various types of 
marriage in Ethiopia according to region, such as marriage by abduction (T’ilf), 
and polygamy [Pankhurst 1992, 102-103; Women's Affairs Office and World 
Bank 1998]. Given the word count limitations, this section reviews only the 
customs in the Amhara region where the research was conducted. 
 
In most cases, early marriage is arranged by the parents of the bride and groom 
[Hoben 1973, 58-59; Pankhurst 1992, 103-105]. In the Amhara region, the 
conventional custom is for both parties to prepare equal quantities of assets, 
usually the same number of oxen and cows [Women's Affairs Office and World 
Bank 1998, 15].  
 
Another unique characteristic is the high divorce rate among Amhara people 
[Pankhurst 1992; Tilson and Larsen 2000]. Tilson and Larsen [2000] attributed 
this high divorce rate to the custom of early marriage; their research revealed 
higher divorce rates among women who married at before 15 years of age than 
those who married after.  
 
It must be noted that, Ethiopia increased its legal marriageable age from 15 to 
18 years in 2005. The local people have recognized the law although this 
measure has not fully prevented the continuance of the tradition of early 
marriage (USAID 2008).
1
 
 
1-2 Education 
 
                                                        
1
 An interview with a police officer at the research area in August 2011 also backed 
the same situation about marriage in rural area.  
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On the basis of trend of late marriages in industrialized countries, education 
has been widely attributed as an influencing factor in raising the marriageable 
age among women [Grant and Furstenberg 2007]. Despite this, its effect in 
developing countries has been mixed, in part due to the heterogeneity of young 
people, blurring the educational effect [Yabiku 2004; Mensch, Singh and 
Casterline 2005]. However, education is still an important factor affecting 
marriageable age, apart from urbanization, a decline in arranged marriages, and 
changing laws and norms [Mensch, Singh and Casterline 2005].  
 
Like other areas in Ethiopia, the research area was expanded under the 
Education Sector Development Program (ESDP)—the Ethiopian government’s 
policy for education that commenced operations since 2002.
2
 ESDP aims to 
improve the gross primary education enrollment rate along with geographical 
and gender equity [Lasonen, Kemppainen and Raheem 2005, 20]. The program 
includes building schools in remote areas, shorter school days in rural areas, 
and free education until grade 10 [Lasonen, Kemppainen and Raheem 2005, 
20]. The 2007 census showed improvement in literacy rates in rural areas of the 
South Gondar zone, where the research area locates [Office of the Population 
Census Commission n.d.]. Women aged 10–14 years recorded the highest 
literacy rate at 53.3%, followed by women aged 15–19 years at 42.5%; the 
literacy rate dropped drastically for older women.  
 
However, the quality of education has not been able to keep up with the rapid 
educational expansion in rural areas. The data provided by the Ministry of 
Education of the Amhara Regional States indicated that rural students 
experienced more difficulties in continuing their education to subsequent 
grades than urban students. For example, the 2011/12 data showed a 52% 
decline in the number of 8
th
 and 9
th
 grade students, 3044 and 1477 students 
respectively, in the woreda where this research locates. On the other hand, in 
Bahir Dar, the Amhara regional capital, the number of 8
th
 grade students was 
5431, while that of 9
th
 grade students was 6318—a difference of +16%. 
                                                        
2
 Although ESDP was launched in 1997, the program was not fully operational until 
the war ended against Eritrea (1998–2000) [Yamada 2005]. ESDP IV is currently 
under operation [MoFED 2010]. 
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Despite the possibilities that rural students move to urban areas for better 
educational prospects, the decreased number cannot be absorbed in the increase 
at Bahir Dar.  
 
The data also showed that children have difficulties obtaining higher education 
in terms of the number of 11
th
 grade students at the secondary school in the 
woreda where the research area locates as the number is only 43% of that of 
10
th
-grade students.
3
 However, female students show a relatively higher rate of 
progressing to the 11
th
 grade than males—44% and 41%, respectively. The 
significant difference between the 10
th
 and 11
th
 grades indicates a high dropout 
rate after the 10
th
 grade because of the failure of national test for further 
education.  
 
Yisak [2010] attributed low completion rates to various aspects of poverty 
within students’ households. He reported that poverty forces children to work 
in their households while attending school, resulting in low achievement, high 
drop-out rate, and late admittance into school.  
 
1-3 Aging Issues 
 
Welfare among the elderly is an emerging issue in Ethiopia. Although the 
elderly are generally cared for by their children, especially by their sons, and 
rural communities, this system has become dysfunctional on account of urban 
and international migration of children and the collapse of mutual support 
systems in rural communities, which is in turn caused by de-agrarianization 
[Assefa Baleher 2010, 41; Lwanga-Ntale and Knox 2011].  
 
Furthermore, Ethiopia lacks the system of universal pension. This can be 
attributed to issues of financial infeasibility and overlapping with the other 
social security programs [Lwanga-Ntale and Knos 2011, 32]. Existing projects 
for food security to “the poorest of the poor in the community,” including the 
elderly, have limited accessibility, being available only in the drought prone 
                                                        
3
 Data for the number of students moving to the urban area are not available.  
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areas [Lwanga-Ntale and Knos 2011, 32]. Therefore, social security for the 
elderly in most rural areas is still family- or local-community dependent.  
  
2. Research Methodology 
 
This study was conducted at a marketplace surrounded by agricultural villages 
in the South Gondar Zone, Amhara Region, Ethiopia, in September 2012. Even 
though the area has been suffering from an acute land shortage, regional 
government officials still classify it as a crop-surplus area. Considering that the 
market area has been attracting landless people from surrounding agricultural 
villages, the livelihood situation in the research area is estimated to be at the 
forefront of rural changes, indicative of the future of surrounding agricultural 
villages with regard to livelihood diversification. 
 
Among many, I selected 52 young women, aged 15–29 years, in the August 
2011 research.
4
 In September 2012, I conducted interviews, with 11 parents 
and one grandfather of young women who were interviewed in August 2011. 
Among the 12 interviewees, 10 were parents/grandfather of the young women 
who had completed their education and were economically dependent, while 
two were parents of young women who were students when previous 
interviews were conducted in August 2011. 
 
I also conducted a follow-up research with seven previous research participants 
from August 2011—two students and five non-students. In addition, on 
interviewing with their parents and neighbors, I verified the current status of 
the 12 participants in the 2011 survey (but not of the September 2012 research), 
who at that time had been students or living with their parents. 
 
3. Research Results 
 
3-1 Changes from the August 2011 Research 
 
                                                        
4
 Please refer Kodama [2012] for the details of the research in August 2011.  
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This section briefly reviews the status changes among young women from 
August 2011 to September 2012. These research participants had been living 
with their parents during the 2011 research.  
 
The chart shown below indicates several changes in the status of young women 
dependent on their parents during the research conducted in August 2011. Of 
those who were students in August 2011, five among the 16 dropped out after a 
year because of the failure of national test for promotion, poverty, and 
employment in a city. 
 
The frequency of non-students moving out is more than that of students, with 
six out of 10 leaving the research area because of employment-related reasons. 
While two of them migrated to urban Ethiopian cities, three migrated or 
considered migrating to the Middle East to seek jobs, usually as housemaids. 
The remaining one was been transferred to the other rural area as a health 
worker. 
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Chart: Changes in the status of young women from August 2011 to September 2012
*1
 
Status in August 2011 Age
*2
 Status in August 2012  
Students Private 
colleges 
18 Looking for job in a big city 
(Bahir Dar) 
Students →
looking for job 
University  21 University student Student → 
student 12
th
 grade  22 University student 
12
th
 grade 18 University student 
12
th
 grade  18 University student 
11
th
 grade 18 Completed 12
th
 grade, and 
moving to university 
10
th
 grade 18 12
th
 grade 
10
th
 grade 20 12
th 
grade 
10
th
 grade 18 12
th
 grade 
8
th
 grade 17 10
th
 grade 
8
th
 grade 15 8
th
 grade student at a different 
school 
10
th
 grade 15 Employed at a Hotel in Bahir 
Dar 
Students→ 
wage worker 
9
th
 grade 18 Failed 10
th
 grade examinations Students → 
Non-students  9
th
 grade 16 Failed 10
th
 grade examinations 
8
th
 grade 16 Completing 8
th 
grade 
8
th
 grade 16 Giving up 9
th
 grade due to 
poverty  
Non-student 
living with 
and dependent 
on parents in 
August 2011. 
Working 
w/mother 
22 Same 
 
Working with 
mother  
Working 
w/mother 
20 Same 
Working 
w/mother 
15 Same 
Working 
w/mother 
18 Same 
Health 
worker  
22 Job transfer Rural-rural move 
Stay w/ 
parents  
20 Looking for job at a big city 
(Gondar) 
Migrate to urban 
areas 
Stay w/ 
parents  
20 Looking for job at Addis 
Ababa 
Stay w/ 
parents  
20 Migrated to Jeddah International 
migration 
Stay w/ 
parents  
23 Migrated to Jeddah 
Stay w/ 
parents  
23 Going to migrate to Jeddah 
*1
 As August and September is the end and start of the academic year, respectively, the answers 
regarding their grades is somewhat confused. Some answered in terms of the grade that 
followed, while others answered in terms of their present grade. Therefore, grade-related data 
is inconsistent.  
*2
 Age as of August 2011  
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3-2 Parents’ Opinions about their Daughters’ Lives 
 
Given no effective public welfare system for the elderly at the time of the 
research, an assumption was made that parents would invest in their daughters’ 
education in the expectation of future return as they aged. However, interviews 
revealed that parents’ primary concern about their daughters was that they 
marry appropriate husbands, thus encouraging their daughters to study to get 
the jobs that would make them eligible marriage partners. Therefore, the above 
assumption was rejected as parents denied the notion of investing in their 
daughters’ education for future return in their old age. Most parents commented 
that they were uncertain of their future relationships with their children, 
particularly those in relation to finance. However, the parents were hopeful that 
their children provided them with some support.  
 
The father of a university student (Research #1) complained about the 
unexpected educational and living expenses he had to bear for his daughter 
studying at an urban university located away from the research area. However, 
he commented that his younger daughters would also go to university if they 
fared well in their examinations. He and his wife expressed their concern in the 
case that their daughters quit school, stating that they would be home bound 
and unemployed because of the inadequate economic opportunities available to 
them in the research area. Although they were concerned about the importance 
of their daughters’ employment, they were uncertain about the future financial 
support they would receive from their daughters in return for their investment.  
Below is the response to the question “which of your children will help you 
financially in the future?” 
 
Well, [who] knows their destiny! So at any time we have only lucks. So 
[we just] raised them…So I don’t know their destiny. Their destiny might 
be resulting in being rich.  
  
 
Parents primarily invested in their daughters’ education to ascertain their high 
earnings thereby increasing their chances of marrying wealthy men. Parents 
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were of the opinion that income generation of their daughters would increase 
their chances of getting a “wealthy” husband. The basic condition for marriage 
seems to be evolving from marriage payment of oxen to regular income 
generation.  
 
The widowed mother of a daughter (#31) seeking a job in Bahir Dar after 
completing her Diploma of Computer Science explained that she got her 
daughter educated because it would be fairly difficult for her daughter to find a 
suitable match if she was without a job. In response to my question on drastic 
changes from the past when women could marry without generating income, 
the mother replied, 
 
Yes, it was. But now as life (expense) becomes expensive, husband will 
get married a woman who has a job.  
 
Despite the hope of both parents and young women alike, finding employment 
seems difficult even in urban cities. This is particularly so if young women did 
not have a university education. The above chart indicates that young women 
leave their families behind in rural areas in search for jobs. This was not 
perceived as parental pressure upon their daughters to generate income for their 
households. Most interviewees whose daughters left for urban cities or 
migrated to the Middle East in search for jobs, explained of their daughters’ 
determination to independently make good earnings or the sense of guilt they 
experienced for staying idle at home. We take the case of #11: a young woman 
who was interviewed last year had left for Gondar to look for a job because, 
according to her parents, she felt guilty for not contributing anything to the 
household; because of job unavailability in the research area, she decided to 
move to Gondar and live at her relative’s house. However, her mother 
explained that despite her efforts, she is still unemployed. 
 
The three young women who had been interviewed the previous year left for 
the Middle East to seek job opportunities. Parents did not force that their 
daughters to migrate because of the high migration costs. In such cases, 
however, parents expected remittances from their daughters because most 
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parents paid these high migration costs, usually ranging from 10,000 to 50,000 
Ethiopian Birr,
5
 either by borrowing from relatives or availing of a bank loan 
by mortgaging their houses. 
 
However, some parents, especially single mothers from poorer households, 
expected their daughters to support them financially. Each of the four young 
women who contributed to the household’s income working with their mothers 
during the August 2011 research continued to work with their mothers in 
September 2012. They explained that they worked for their mothers, and all 
their earnings were controlled by their mothers. Each of them worked full-time 
jobs, sometimes exceeding that of their mothers, and thus evidently shouldered 
the economic responsibilities of their households. In addition, although their 
mothers expressed the desire that their daughters marry in the future, they 
expressed the concern that after they did get their daughters married, they 
would find living without them physically and financially challenging. One 
single mother expressed her appreciation toward her 18-year-old daughter’s 
contribution to the household and reported that it would be difficult
 
to maintain 
the same standard of living without her contribution. She hoped that she could 
continue to live and work with her daughter even after her marriage.  
 
Now she (my daughter) is the main person to work [at my house]. She 
works very hard…. [When she get married], she will take me and live 
together (#22).  
 
According to her daughter’s follow-up interview, she agreed to live with her 
mother even after her marriage. She felt that it was her responsibility to care 
for her mother despite having a younger brother who had just begun work at 
Bahir Dar. 
 
Although parents did not overtly express their expectations of their daughters, 
daughters seemed to have an implicit pressure to contribute toward households 
considering that the daughters’ decision to migrate out of their home town.  
                                                        
5
 One US dollar = 18.52 Ethiopian Birr (as of 21 February, 2013)  
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Conclusion 
 
Although the heterogeneity of parents’ opinions about their relationships with 
their daughters reflects the diverse life courses of young women, most parents’ 
primary concern is their daughters’ marriage. Unlike conventional rural 
customs of marriage that involves the exchange of livestock, parents regard 
their daughters’ ability to generate cash income as being a determining factor in 
their eligibility to find a suitable husband. Interviews indicated that peasants 
were not attractive choices as marriage partners for their daughters. 
 
Parents’ economic expectations of their daughters varied according to their 
daughters’ economic activities. Higher their investment in their daughters’ 
education or that of obtaining jobs, higher was their expected return. Daughters 
who obtained government jobs were expected to support their parents because 
of a steady flow of income. It must be noted that at least a Diploma is required 
to secure a government job. The parents also had high expectations from 
daughters who migrated to the Middle East because they felt that it was their 
contribution and savings that enabled their daughters to be employed in the 
Middle East. Moreover, poorer households expected financial support from 
their daughters, and some young women had evolved into becoming the 
primary breadwinners of their households. 
 
Although parents expected their daughters to marry in the future, marriage did 
not seem to be the urgent issue that it used to be when early marriage was the 
conventional custom. Earning cash income is critical for young women, in 
either relatively wealthier or relatively poorer households.  
 
As Kodama [2012] indicates, rapid rural changes have affected young women’s 
lives through delayed marriage and the increasing importance of women’s 
economic activities. Parents have also modified their thoughts to align with the 
changes. However, since these changes have begun only during the last decade, 
long-term changes in relationships between parents and daughters are left for 
further research.  
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